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Argentina's Constituent Assembly, which convened May 25 in the twin cities of Parana and
Santa Fe, 400 km. northeast of Buenos Aires, ran into trouble in its first 24 hours of deliberations.
The Assembly had been expected to simply rubber stamp changes to the Constitution that were
previously agreed upon by the country's two major parties. However, during the first session, it
became evident that support for the proposed constitutional amendments was less solid than party
leaders had thought.
The Assembly has 90 days within which to consider 22 proposed amendments to the Constitution.
In November 1993, an agreement was reached between President Carlos Menem of the Justicialista
Party (Partido Justicialista, PJ Peronist) and former president and leader of the opposition Radical
Civic Union (Union Civica Radical, UCR) Raul Alfonsin, on the major changes to be presented to
the Constituent Assembly. The UCR and Justicialistas together control 212 of the 305 delegates to
the Assembly. Given this large majority, passage of the proposed amendments including a change
which would allow Menem to run again for president in 1995 was seen as a foregone conclusion.
The amendment to allow a president to run for a consecutive second term was the key issue in the
Menem- Alfonsin pact.
Other proposed changes in the pact included reduction of the presidential term from six to four
years; direct elections for the president and the mayor of Buenos Aires; the creation of a chief of staff
position in the cabinet; and an increase in the number of senators representing each province from
two to three. The first snag in the process arose from within the ranks of the Justicialista Party when
approximately 35 delegates, all supporters of Buenos Aires governor Eduardo Duhalde, pushed for
inclusion of a clause that would allow reelection of provincial governors. No such proposal had been
included in the Menem-Alfonsin pact. In essence, Duhalde and other governors are objecting to
changes in the reelection rules that, in the short term, will only benefit Menem. If they can include
the provision to allow reelection of governors, as many as six governors would easily be reelected,
according to political analysts. The split within the Justicialistas had immediate fallout.
Following the move by the Justicialistas to push through gubernatorial reelection, the UCR and
the center-left Frente Grande which controls 31 seats in the Assembly agreed to postpone voting
on the package of amendments that includes presidential reelection until the "Duhaldista" block
withdraws its proposal. Alfonsin, who had engineered the original pact between the UCR and the
Justicialistas, met with Frente Grande leader Carlos Alvarez to strategize against the provision for
reelection of provincial governors. Although Menem minimized the meeting between Alfonsin and
Alvarez, others saw it as a sign of a possible collapse of the November pact that could have serious
repercussions for the entire package of agreed-to amendments. However, some political analysts
assert that the Duhaldista move may be part of Menem's reelection strategy.
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The Menem-Alfonsin pact included an article, insisted upon by the UCR, that would require a
runoff election if no presidential candidate wins more than 45% of the vote. Observers say Menem
is concerned about this clause, especially after the April elections for the Constituent Assembly
in which the ruling party won less than 40% of the vote. A political commentator in the Buenos
Aires newspaper Clarin said, "Menem needs to increase his harvest of votes in 1995 by tapping
the popularity of those governors who are the biggest drawing cards for the party, to dispel the
nightmare of a runoff election."
While delegates were still assessing the significance of the realignment of forces following the
Duhaldista proposal, another challenge to the process arose. Jaime de Nevares, Catholic bishop of
the southern province of Neuquen and also a Frente Grande delegate, demanded that the Assembly
open up debate on all constitutional amendments, including presidential reelection. "This process
has nothing to do with a constituent assembly," said De Nevares. "A constituent assembly is just
that, constituent. It does not receive orders. The only thing it receives is an agenda, but the manner
and form of dealing with the agenda, or not dealing with it, is for the delegates to decide. A process
such as the `locked up clauses' is a travesty and should be changed." After losing the fight to open
up the process, De Nevares decided to resign his seat in protest.
"We are nothing more than spectators here, which is a far cry from what the people expect," he
said. Ironically, only a few days earlier, in his inaugural speech before the delegates, Menem had
commended the Assembly and the Justicialista-UCR pact as symbols of the disappearance of
Argentina's "history" of political disagreements. "This is the opportunity and the moment to change
the Constitution, with the combined effort of all political parties, and to build a level of cooperation
never before achieved," said Menem.
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